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Books of Note
Before They’re Gone: A Family’s Year-Long
Quest to Explore America’s Most Endangered
National Parks
By Michael Lanza
Boston: Beacon Press, 2012
224 pages. ISBN 978-0-8070-0119-6.
Price: $24.95 (hardcover)
The human nervous system is rigged to “quiet
the voice of self-interest, and to feel a sense of
reverence for the collective,” believes Dacher Keltner,
a Berkeley psychologist studying moral reasoning and the social functions
of emotion. One of the most reliable trip lines from neutralized layabout to
better angel, he reports, is the experience of awe. The birth of a child. The
death of a parent. A hurricane. A grand vista. Anything, he says, perceived as
“much larger than the self.”
	In Before They’re Gone, former AMC Outdoors contributor and longtime
Backpacker magazine editor Michael Lanza embarks on a year-long awe quest,
understanding that when we make time for the natural world to wow us,
we’re more likely to take good care of it. Kind of like our kids. “In spite of
the overwhelming weight of science,” Lanza writes, “we’ve failed to gather the
momentum of honesty required to do what is necessary and right.” And so,
he sets out. To maximize effect, Lanza doubles up awe triggers, combining
two exceptionally resilient and wise young children (Alex, age 7: “When I put
my hood down, it starts raining, and when I put it up, it stops raining.” Nate,
age 9: “My body’s miserable, and when my body’s miserable I think of the
hardest times I’ve ever had, and I feel better”) and some of our country’s most
awesome—and threatened—landscapes: Glacier National Park, the Grand
Canyon, Yosemite, Yellowstone, the Everglades.
	In ten chapters, each one an artful hybrid of environmental reporting
and travel memoir dedicated to one unique and irreplaceable place, Before
They’re Gone combines feeling and knowledge to moving effect. “All the
efforts to protect natural reserves and vulnerable species are partly about
preserving experiences like this one,” Lanza explains while reflecting on an
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exploratory Everglades paddle with son Nate, “when a parent and child can
share a big drink from the cup of wonder and remember the taste for the rest of
their lives.”
	In one particularly poignant passage, Lanza makes the connection between
the Tetons—ragged, enveloping, and wild—and home. “Being here with the
kids,” he writes, “feels like watching them play in the house where I grew up.”
By inviting us into the intimate circle of family—his wife, Penny, a coffeeassisted skeptic, gamely shares the load, and their naturally adorable kids hike
24 miles in three days and kayak in bitter rain and wind—Lanza adds a bright
measure of humanity to an issue often obscured by the language of politics
and science.
Like rooms in a house, the plants and animals and waters of the Tetons
complete our home. We don’t choose to deliberately destroy or dismantle
the walls that protect and comfort our families. Why, then, do we continue
to make the choices that are, in Lanza’s words, fueling “a holocaust that is
expected to claim up to 40 percent of plant and animal species worldwide
by 2100, including 21 percent of mammals, 37 percent of freshwater fish,
and 70 percent of plants”? Our most treasured and awesome national parks
“are reeling under ecological calamities triggered by global warming,” Lanza
writes, and it’s our job to do something about it.
We can’t prove moral truth, right action, exists, but, as Lanza knows,
we may know how it feels. Which is why we keep showing up on tops of
mountains, along the edges of glaciers, deep in alligator country, when we
think we could or should or need to be somewhere else posing as more
important. Why we continue to seek out the mind-stretching and sometimes
sketchy spaces that allow us to slip more feeling into our recently supersized
knowledge cup. We turn out, each step a small act of hope: I feel therefore
I do. Before they’re gone.
—Catherine Buni
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Classic Hikes of North America: 25 Breathtaking Treks
in the United States and Canada
By Peter Potterfield
New York: W.W. Norton, 2012
224 pages. ISBN: 978-0-393-06513-8. Price: $39.95 (hardcover)
Countless trails in the United States and Canada cover
thousands of miles. Only the most discerning and experienced adventurer
could have the confidence and credentials to narrow a list down to the
25 most breathtaking.
Such a man is Peter Potterfield, an award-winning writer and editor
who has chronicled extensive rambles in such publications as Outside, Condé
Nast Traveler, and National Geographic Adventure, as well as on the website
GreatOutdoors.com.
Modeled after his 2005 volume, Classic Hikes of the World: 23 Breathtaking Treks (W. W. Norton), Potterfield’s compendium includes such celebrated
routes as the Teton Crest Trail in Wyoming’s Grand Teton National Park,
the Hermit-Tonto-Bright Angel Loop in Arizona’s Grand Canyon National
Park, and the Skoki Valley Grand Tour in the Banff National Park’s Canadian
Rockies.
Of particular interest to New Englanders is the Presidential Range traverse
on the Appalachian Trail through New Hampshire’s White Mountains.
“The vaunted Presidential Range Traverse, perhaps the most demanding
section of the 2,000-mile (3,220 km) Appalachian Trail, may well be the
best hike in the East,” Potterfield writes. “Deep, in-cut valleys combine
with the highest peaks in the East to make for daunting elevation gains and
heartbreaking losses. Add to that the potential for some of the worst weather
on the continent and you’ve got a wilderness outing of both serious challenge
and epic appeal.” He’s got that right.
The book includes glorious photographs, detailed maps, and hikerfriendly suggestions outlining camping options, vehicle shuttles, alternative
routes, and warnings of potential hazards.
Any dedicated hiker certainly could use it as a bucket list. At the very least,
it should inspire all who savor adventure to get out on the trails again.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor
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Up: A Mother and Daughter’s
Peakbagging Adventure
By Patricia Ellis Herr
New York: Broadway Books, 2012
256 pages. ISBN: 978-0307952073.
Price: $14 (paperback)
In this compelling story of a woman and her young child’s
quest to climb all 48 of New Hampshire’s 4,000-footers, the two face a range
of hardships: spring conditions on their very first hike on Mount Tecumseh,
storms above treeline, nuisance animals, and other hikers who are too
opinionated about Alex’s young age. Herr’s mothering style, and her way of
handling the intrusion of adults’ criticisms, impressed me.
	In the chapter “Ignore the Naysayers,” a man deliberately blocks their
path on a hike to the summit of Mount Eisenhower. He tells 5-year-old
Alex that she should not be climbing such a grown-up mountain. Alex is
understandably incensed. Trish explains to Alex that the man is not used to
seeing young children on the trails. In a chapter entitled “Lose the Paranoia,”
Trish describes an encounter with another man who asks why she is on the
trail with a young child and no man. Another mother-daughter discussion
ensues. When Alex opines that she will just have to use her pepper spray on
any bad guys, Trish can relax, noting, “That’s my girl.” Her daughter had not
been infected by this paranoia. There are many such insightful moments in
this book.
My brother, Richard, appears in this book as Mad River, after the name
of his bungalow in Thornton, New Hampshire. He appears first as a person
who—to put it mildly—is not a fan of children. By the end of the book, he
changes his mind when he accompanies Trish and Alex, by then 7 years old,
on several hikes. Alex completed the 4,000-footers in winter when she was 9.
	Of course, it is unusual to see very young children on the 4,000-footers. I
chair the Family Activities Committee for the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
Connecticut Chapter. I spend a lot of time thinking and talking about which
hikes are appropriate for children. After a telephone conversation with Trish
for a piece in the chapter newsletter, I acquired a copy of the book and read it
in one sitting. The inspiring example set by Trish, Alex, and then her younger
sister Sage demonstrates that any hike is potentially suitable for a child.
Parents should pick hikes they think appropriate for their children, regardless
of whether it is designated as a family hike. Whether it is suitable really does
depend on the child.
150 Appalachia
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Alex and Sage (who completed her 48 peaks at an even younger age) live
in Massachusetts and New Hampshire. For further information about the
adventures of Trish, Alex, and Sage, go to trishalexsage.com.
—Janet Ainsworth

Outdoors with Kids New York City: 100 Fun Places
to Explore In and Around the City
By Cheryl and William de Jong-Lambert
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
256 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-59-9.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)

Outdoors with Kids Boston:
100 Fun Places to Explore
In and Around the City
By Kim Foley MacKinnon
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club
Books, 2012
288 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-60-5.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
The hardest part of getting children outside is figuring out
where to go and how to get there. These books solve those dilemmas, leaving
parents time to talk up the impending fun, the most important parental
skill required before an outing. These books, written by experienced writers,
all enthusiastic adventurers who have kids, cover all of the practical matters
and answer all of your questions even before you think to ask. Here you
will learn how to get there, what it costs (usually little), and “Plan B”—
where you can go in each particular area if the weather deteriorates after
you’ve gotten everyone there.
Both books do cover very wide geographic ranges around their respective
cities. The Boston guide ranges as far as Penwood State Park in Bloomfield,
Connecticut; Mount Monadnock in southwestern New Hampshire; and
Sebago Lake State Park in Maine. The New York guide omits nearby Connecticut but ventures up into the Catskills of upstate New York. So anyone
living north of New York but south of Boston might buy both of these books,
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and remember that these suggestions do not cover every kid-appealing place
in those outlying areas, not by a long shot.
The Outdoors with Kids books do a great job as inner-city guidebooks,
describing many wonderful outdoor experiences reachable by short train and
bus rides in New York and Boston. They remind us that the early city planners loved green places. Inwood Hill Park in upper Manhattan includes a
network of rolling trails and a playground right on the Harlem and Hudson
rivers. Boston’s Harbor Islands are a short ferry ride from downtown. Urban
green spaces like the Boston Common and Forest Hills Cemetery invite
unencumbered rambling after a short subway ride.
Charts in the beginning pages lay out which places allow pets, which
will appeal to children under age 4, which draw older children or all
ages, which have a place to swim, which allow bikes, where you’ll find
bathrooms, and which have playgrounds. Sections in the beginning offer
general encouragement on nudging children away from computers and
television into the most precious commodity of childhood—unstructured
running around. When was the last time you rolled down a grassy hill with
your kids?
—Christine Woodside

Wild
By Cheryl Strayed
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012
336 pages. ISBN: 978-0-307-59273-6.
Price: $25.95 (hardcover)
At age 26, Cheryl Strayed felt abandoned.
Her mother had died of lung cancer, her siblings had
drifted away, she was newly divorced, and she was
using heroin with a man she didn’t love. Standing
in line at a store, she picked up a guidebook to the Pacific Crest Trail, the
National Scenic Trail that follows high mountain ranges through California,
Oregon, and Washington. With zero hiking experience, Strayed set out alone
with an overloaded backpack she named “Monster” onto the PCT just south
of the Sierra Nevada, intending to hike 1,000 miles.
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	She’d filled her stove with the wrong fuel. Her leather boots were too small.
She often lacked water, money, and courage. Her toenails kept blackening
and falling off. An inner monologue taunted her with self-criticism. Recordbreaking deep snow halted her only days in. She and many others skipped a
huge, impassable section in California that included all of Yosemite National
Park. The bypass changed her itinerary. Now she would go through Oregon
and end at a landmark, the Bridge of the Gods.
Others have written about their transformative long walks. But Strayed
has succeeded in creating a work of art where the others have failed. Her story
is literary: The trail itself mirrors her difficult road to wholeness. This is not
easy to do, or every other backpacking narrative would have done so. Her
story is honest: She examines all kinds of mistakes that most of us just push
aside. Her story is funny: She has a fling with a hippie who seems only to
say, “Wow.”
A few clues to how difficult it is to wrestle a backpacking trip into a tale
of life leak out. Her section on Oregon is a little breezy, covering more than
half her hike near the end of the book. By then, though, she’s almost healed;
the arc of the story really peaks much earlier on the trail, when she starts to
realize that she wants to write. Only one final step awaits late in her journey,
when she finally bids her deceased mother goodbye (“she went to the other
side of the river”) and makes plans for her future.
	Strayed—who gave herself that last name, starting over after her divorce—
does not gloss over her mistakes with love, drugs, or family. Wild is not a
book for young children.
For adults who have fled to the long-distance trails trying to repair
themselves (as I did in 1987), Strayed’s story reminds us of where we floundered
in life and how the trail rescued us. Strayed’s pre-trail mistakes loomed bigger
and scarier than mine, but the way she dealt with them reminded me of
myself. She had a long way to climb when she set foot on the PCT, and she
did it. Atta girl.
—Christine Woodside
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Discover the Adirondacks
By Peter W. Kick
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
250 pages. ISBN: 978-1-934028-31-5.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
We New England–centric hikers, bikers,
and paddlers who automatically steer for New
Hampshire’s White Mountains, Vermont’s Green
Mountains, or Maine’s Baxter State Park often
overlook an equally accessible and rewarding destination: New York’s
Adirondacks.
	I admit unconsciously to that autopilot proclivity when venturing from
my home in Connecticut to favorite and familiar northern haunts. Every
time I venture into the Empire State’s High Peaks, or on an upstate lake or
river, I ask myself, “Why don’t I come here more often?”
	Some of my most memorable outings—a transcendent kayak trip
from the New York–Canadian border down Lake Champlain and the
Hudson River all the way to the Statue of Liberty, and a glorious climb up
Mount Marcy—have been within New York’s borders.
	In his excellent guide, author Peter W. Kick explains the lure of this
magnificent, 6-million-acre park that encompasses the largest designated
Wilderness Areas east of the Mississippi River. “Adirondack Park is larger than
Yellowstone, Yosemite, Glacier, Grand Canyon, and Great Smoky Mountain
national parks combined. It contains 85 percent of the Northeast’s wilderness,
and only 0.1 percent of its concrete. It has 46 peaks over 4,000 feet; in contrast,
the entire neighboring state of Vermont has eight,” he writes.
Kick, a New York State licensed guide who has led trips through the
Adirondacks, is the author of several hiking and mountain-biking guides.
Like all of the Appalachian Mountain Club guidebooks, this one provides
detailed maps, easy-to-follow itineraries, well-researched background information, and quirky tidbits that only someone who has been there/done that
could provide.
To wit, this comment about climbing Mount Arab, a 1.5-mile hike suitable
for families with small children, leading to a fire tower at the summit: “During
the summer months when a summit intern is present on the mountain, the
alidade and map are kept in the tower. An alidade is a sighted brass rod that
swivels in a full circle over a topographic base map. During the tower’s active
154 Appalachia
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service, in the event that a tower observer spotted smoke, the sights of the
alidade were aligned in its direction and a compass bearing was taken from
the end nearest the observer.”
	Of course, the guide contains much more than explanations about
alidades. In all, it includes more than 50 of the best places to hike, bicycle,
and paddle in a park that by New York constitutional amendment—the only
such mandated protection in the United States—must remain “forever wild.”
—Steve Fagin

Mountain Voices: Stories of Life
and Adventure in the White Mountains
and Beyond
By Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes
Foreword by Laura Waterman
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
248 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-80-3.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
These fifteen interviews of seventeen climbers, business owners,
forest rangers, and conservationists appeared in seventeen installments in
Appalachia over fourteen years. (Those of two of the subjects, bootmaker Karl
Limmer and climber and businessman Rick Wilcox, originally appeared in
two parts each.) I am the third of three editors of this journal involved in
the Mountain Voices project. I hold as one of my highest goals shepherding
original interviews of people who witnessed and made mountain history. I
celebrate the gathering of these into the long-dreamed-of book.
Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes first thought of Mountain Voices during
a ski in Evans Notch, in the northern White Mountains. They approached
former Appalachia editor Sandy Stott in 1999 with the idea of profiling
men and women who had devoted their lives to the mountains. Mayer, a
former Mount Washington Observatory staffer, backcountry rescuer, and
trails volunteer for the Randolph Mountain Club, and Oreskes, a former
Appalachian Mountain Club hut croo member who became a U.S. forester,
could have interviewed themselves for this. They wanted the subjects to tell
their own stories. Mayer and Oreskes taped subjects on a simple microcassette
recorder at the subjects’ houses or workplaces. The two asked questions and
started conversations—and then got out of the way, allowing subjects to talk
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as long as they needed to. The authors edited many, many hours of transcripts
into the narratives, which is very difficult because the journal could not fit
every story. Mayer and Oreskes were dedicated to preserving the subjects’
own words exactly as they said them. These are living histories.
Laura Waterman, one of those interviewed for the book, writes a thoughtful
foreword explaining the importance of the project. It spanned three journal
editors’ tenures: Sandy Stott’s, Lucille Stott’s, and mine. AMC Books editor
Kimberly Duncan-Mooney edited the book version. The photos by Jonathan
Kannair and Ned Therrien show the subjects in their favorite places. Old
personal shots round out the illustrations. Mayer and Oreskes, who spent
hundreds of hours on the project, predict that any future Mountain Voices–
like series might not find subjects who live most of their lives in one place.
I hope I’m around to see whether that’s true or not.
—Christine Woodside

Katahdin Comrades: The Journals of Lester F. Hall
By Lester F. Hall
Brunswick, Maine: High Point Graphics, 2010
385 pages. ISBN: 978-1450716246. Price: $20 (paperback)
At least ten books about Katahdin and the area that is now
Baxter State Park in Maine have come out in the last decade. Surely the
most important of these is this book, which provides accounts of about two
dozen trips Lester F. Hall made between 1928 and 1958. More than half of
Hall’s trips were rambles of two weeks or more, and his colorful descriptions
of the area on the eve of development into today’s park put this book on a
rank with George Witherle’s Explorations West and Northwest of Katahdin in
the Late Nineteenth Century (Maine Appalachian Trail Club, 1950).
After Hall’s first Katahdin ascent, from Daicey Pond, he moved to the
other side of the mountain. With poor roads and trails, the Katahdin area
was truly difficult to explore, especially from the east, and Hall’s excitement
at simply getting there in 1929 is unbounded; his pride at getting a car over
the Windey Pitch in 1930 seems justifiable (although he was not the first;
Edward S.C. Smith accomplished this feat in 1923). On Hall’s first ascent to
Chimney Pond, he wrote, “There was only one thing to say, and I guess we all
said it—‘My God!!’” Almost immediately, he met Roy Dudley, and a lasting
friendship was born.
156 Appalachia
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	On his frequent traveling companion Jake Day’s first trip, Hall spent
several days in the Sandy Stream area fishing and tramping and exploring,
then they went to Chimney Pond. They listened to Roy Dudley’s tales of
Pamola, the now-famous legendary mountain goddess, while Day sketched
the now-familiar likeness. Later, the comrades cut a new trail across the
tableland to Russell Pond.
Despite the title, the trips went into northern areas not normally covered
by detailed histories. Hall’s accounts also include the logging history
surrounding Katahdin, and that legacy produces mixed emotions. Rarely,
though, does he criticize the effects of the dams, roads, and paths.
Katahdin Comrades is already hard to find but worth the effort.
The photos and maps are well chosen. The book includes later writings by
Hall, including some “new” versions of Dudley’s yarns. As Hall ages and
encounters more than his share of bad weather, some glee wears off, but he
is never too old or miserable to revisit familiar places or experience new ones
with awe, reverence, and excitement. It is impossible to read these pages without sharing those feelings.
—Jim Logan
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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